BNHPS, raising questions about the collecting activities of its members: was Emerson Tennent unique, or were others transporting specimens back to Belfast from the exotic locations to which their careers took them? But above all, the report illustrates Belfast's interconnectedness with the wider British world, for here we read The Economist, a London publication, reprinting a story from a Belfast paper, which relates to the activities of an Ulsterman in the Middle East -not formally a part of the British Empire, but a region increasingly subject to British influence. 3 In short, The Economist's report does rather more than announce the donation of a chameleon to the BNHPS: it raises the issue of Belfast's connections, both cultural and political, with the broader British world. In exploring the imperial life of Sir James Emerson Tennent, this essay will seek to shed further light on these connections.
Beyond the 'bad question'
To begin, some preliminary reflections on the existing scholarship on Ireland and empire are necessary. Until recently, work in this area has tended to focus on what Stephen Howe has termed the 'bad question' -was Ireland a colony? sentiment in the pre-Home Rule period.
14 Nor, moreover, has any sustained attempt been made, following the insights of the 'new imperial history', to explore the empire as it was experienced 'at home' in Ulster, or to trace the ways in which people 'lived' and 'thought' imperially at times when the empire was not, for political reasons, 'a subject of popular critical consciousness', but was simply an everyday fact of life. 15 These are, in general terms, the lacunae towards which the following discussion will speak. Leaving the 'bad question' to one side, it will seek to shed light on the mid-nineteenth-century Ulster experience of empire by reflecting on the career of James Emerson Tennent, an early exponent of constructive unionism, and a sometime colonial administrator, whose career encompassed Belfast, London and Ceylon. In so doing, it will first contextualise Emerson Tennent's imperial experience by offering an overview of his life and career. Following this, it will trace the development of his thought regarding the empire and his utilisation of imperial rhetoric, before turning to examine his experience of imperial service in Ceylon. Finally, it will broaden out to reflect upon the ways in which he brought the empire home, enabling others to experience it through him.
An imperial life?
While Emerson Tennent is primarily of interest because he served as colonial secretary in Ceylon between 1845 and 1850, focusing solely on this period of his life would be to suggest a disjointed biography, and a career pursued in discrete colonial and metropolitan contexts. Both biographically unsatisfactory and historically inaccurate, such an approach would obscure as much as it reveals, for as the work of scholars such as Catherine Hall and Alan Lester has demonstrated, Britain's colonies were not places apart. 16 The metropolitan centre and its colonial peripheries were interconnected in myriad ways, and imperial lives were lived in a variety of contexts, not all of them colonial. If Emerson Tennent 196 Jonathan Jeffrey Wright imperial life is to be appreciated in all its complexity it is therefore necessary to begin with a biographical overview which, following Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, locates the colonial and metropolitan 'in a single analytic field' and offers a sense of his life as a whole. 17 Who, then, was James Emerson Tennent, and what were the contexts in which he lived his life? In short, he was an ambitious provincial who travelled widely and pursued a political career in the metropolitan centre. The son of a Belfast tobacco merchant, he was an Episcopalian -both by birth and, later, inclination -and was born as James Emerson in 1804. 18 As a young man he lived a somewhat peripatetic life. Having received an early education in his home town, he progressed to Trinity College Dublin but abandoned his studies and travelled east to join the Greeks in their war against the Ottoman Empire. 19 Returning to Britain in the mid-1820s, he pursued a literary career in London, publishing some largely forgettable fiction and several works on Greece, while retaining a strong connection with Belfast. 20 He courted and married the daughter of the wealthy Belfast merchant, William Tennent (thus becoming James Emerson Tennent), and participated prominently in the agitation for parliamentary reform. When reform came, in 1832, he harboured hopes that he would be selected as one of the Belfast reformers' two candidates for election to the post-reform parliament. This was not to be. Passed over by the reformers, Emerson Tennent was, instead, approached by a faction representing Belfast's corporation and its hereditary landlord, the marquis of Donegall, and he agreed to stand as one of its candidates. Following an acrimonious contest, in which his one-time associates condemned 22 At the same time, he repositioned himself politically, tying his fortunes to those of Edward Stanley (later, as the earl of Derby, to be Prime Minister), who he followed across the floor of the Commons, accepting the Tory whip, in 1836. 23 This repositioning led some to conclude that Emerson Tennent was little more than a careerist who trimmed his sails to the prevailing political winds. The Economist's hints regarding his chameleon-like tendencies have already been noted, but others put the matter more bluntly: 'I do not imagine the political opinions of Sir Emerson [Tennent] were deeply grafted in his nature', the journalist Cyrus Redding mused, in a reminiscence penned in 1869. 'He seemed rather to attain his personal objects by the support of his party'. 24 27 As a Whig, Torrington viewed Emerson Tennent with suspicion and, were all this not bad enough, the colony faced rebellion as natives in the central Kandyan provinces rioted in opposition to the introduction of a range of new taxes -taxes conceived by Emerson Tennent -in the summer of 1848. The suppression of this rebellion -and in particular the imposition of martial law -proved deeply controversial, both in Ceylon itself, and in Westminster, where radicals and colonial reformers, supplied with information by disgruntled Britons resident in the colony, forced a lengthy inquiry into the events. 28 To some extent anticipating the later controversy concerning Governor Edward Eyre's suppression of the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica, this inquiry not only served to focus attention on the exercise of martial law, but highlighted the toxic jealousies and animosities dividing the British administration in Ceylon. 29 In its fall-out, both Torrington The Imperial Life of Sir James Emerson Tennent 199 he retained for the remainder of his working life. 30 In course, Disraeli grew to regret this appointment. In 1867 he complained tartly that Emerson Tennent had 'turned out to be the most inefficient & useless of our public servants . . . a mere club gossip & office lounger.' 31 The suggestion here is that Emerson Tennent finished his career as an indolent time-server, but this is unfair. While at the Board of Trade, he returned to literature, producing a series of works which secured him a reputation as an expert on Ceylon. In addition, he produced a treatise on the taxation of wine and a history of firearms, made numerous contributions to Notes and Queries and further developed the extensive network of political and literary connections he had first begun to cultivate during the 1830s, in particular forging a firm friendship with Charles Dickens -a friendship so close that Dickens cancelled a reading in March 1869, in order to rush to London and attend the funeral of the man he knew as 'poor dear Emerson Tennent'.
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Speaking imperially
Emerson Tennent was, then, a well-known personality, and a figure who inhabited a diverse range of contexts, political and cultural, colonial and metropolitan. Within this broader context, the first point to make when considering him as an imperial actor is that his formal career as a colonial administrator was short-lived. Having spent only five years in Ceylon, he is best viewed as someone who 'travelled through' the empire, rather than as one of the imperial careerists, identified by David Lambert and Alan Lester, who 'dwelt for extended periods in one colony before moving on to dwell in others', establishing 'meaningful connections across the empire' as they did so. 33 However, as has already been noted, imperial lives could be lived in both metropolitan and colonial contexts, and it would therefore be unwise to conclude that Emerson Tennnet's time in Ceylon constituted an insignificant or digressive colonial interlude in a 200 Jonathan Jeffrey Wright primarily metropolitan life. While his formal career as a colonial administrator lasted only five years, his engagement with empire lasted rather longer: it not only continued after his return to Britain, as he produced a series of writings which helped shape British conceptions of Ceylon, but pre-empted the time he spent in the colony. Indeed, his parliamentary rhetoric reveals him to have been thinking and speaking imperially long before his appointment to Ceylon.
Although an active parliamentarian, Emerson Tennent addressed the House of Commons infrequently, delivering only a handful of significant speeches during the course of his parliamentary career. When he did speak, however, he tended to do so at length, having first memorised a detailed script, and his speeches can therefore be read as considered statements, rather than extemporaneous polemical interventions.
34 Without doubt, the most significant of these speeches was that which he delivered during the debate of Daniel O'Connell's repeal bill in April 1834. Speaking for over three hours, he simultaneously announced himself as a rising figure, cemented his working relationship with Edward Stanley and secured his reputation as an articulate spokesman of moderate unionism, articulating what John Bew has characterised as an 'expansive notion of the Union'. 35 Empire was central to this 'expansive unionism', which sought to move beyond the insular, confessional concerns of Irish politics to focus on the greater glory facilitated by the British connection. Thus, during the course of the speech, Emerson Tennent repeatedly deployed the vocabulary of empire -'empire', 'British Empire', 'imperial', 'colony', 'colonial' -and, in one particularly rousing passage, articulated his pride at being able to participate in what he viewed as the humanitarian governance of a vast empire:
Is it no accession of dignity to an Irish member of this House that he sits here to legislate, not merely for the concerns of his own little island, but for the interests of the most opulent and powerful empire in the universe . . . I shall never fail to regard it as a proud distinction, that I have myself been enabled, during the course of the last twelve months, to contribute, by my own humble vote, to extend the blessings of freedom from the confines of India to the remotest shores of the Atlantic; to liberate the Hindoo, and to strike off the fetters of the African. These are triumphs beyond the reach of a "Local Legislature," -these are trophies toward which the highest ambition of an Irish Parliament could never soar; these are honours which enable us, whilst we pride ourselves upon our birth-place, as Irishmen, to add to our distinctions the glory of being Britons. 36 Much of this was derivative. In highlighting the 'external dignity' the Union conferred on Ireland, Emerson Tennent was drawing on Edmund Burke; indeed, he first employed the phrase within the context of a quote from Burke. 37 Moreover, as Thomas Bartlett has demonstrated, the supposed benefits of the empire constituted an important dimension of the Union debates of 1799-1800, both as they were conducted in the Irish and British parliaments, and by Dublin's pamphleteers. 38 Yet, if these arguments were not, in themselves, original, Emerson Tennent's re-articulation of them nevertheless reveals him to have been imperially conscious. Indeed, his assertion that he sat in parliament to legislate, 'not merely for the concerns of his own little island, but for the interests of the most opulent and powerful empire in the universe', highlights his own awareness of himself as an imperial actor, long before he set foot in Ceylon.
Further reflecting his imperial consciousness, Emerson Tennent was to employ the language of empire in parliament on a number of subsequent occasions during the course of the 1830s, but it was not until the period following his appointment as secretary to the Board of Control for India that he was to discuss imperial matters in any detail. 39 Having been appointed in 1841, his tenure as secretary of the India Board coincided with the calamitous end of the First Afghan War, and between 1843 and 1845 he delivered a sequence of speeches defending British actions in the east. In March 1843, for example, he defended the widely criticised decision that Lord Ellenborough had taken to seize and repatriate the ornamental sandalwood gates believed to have been looted by the Afghans, 800 years earlier, from the temple of Somnath. The following year, he delivered a defence of Sir Charles Napier's controversial annexation of Sind, These later speeches are noteworthy on two levels. Firstly, they are strikingly belligerent in tone. In place of the liberal-humanitarian rhetoric he had employed in 1834, which presented the empire as an enlightened and enabling enterprise which could 'liberate the Hindoo' and 'strike off the fetters of the African', Emerson Tennent now mobilised an altogether more muscular and authoritarian form of rhetoric. Defending British actions in Sind, for instance, he argued that annexation was the natural result of 'the dishonest and dishonourable conduct' of the Ameers of Sind. In short, the Ameers had behaved treacherously -that is, in opposition to British interests -and they had received a 'sound punishment' for their trouble. 41 In justifying the dethronement of the Rajah of Satara he struck a similar chord. Reasoning that Satara was 'no ancient dynasty' and that the Rajah ruled 'by us under a treaty conformable to our interests', he concluded that the Rajah had been justly deposed, 'on the grounds of a treasonable conspiracy to incite the western States of India to hostility against the British, and likewise of attempting to corrupt the fidelity of the native sepoys in the British service'. 42 Secondly, these speeches are characterised by Emerson Tennent's increased selfconfidence, and by his representation of himself as an authority on colonial matters. Discussing the repatriation of the gates of Somnath, he refuted allegations that Ellenborough had invested the gates with 'undue importance' and maintained that their recollection 'has been preserved . . . in the oral traditions and popular legends of the country', buttressing this, and his related argument that they should be viewed as national trophies, rather than religious baubles, by discussing the affair in tedious (though informed) detail, reflecting on Indian history and referring to the works of British administrator-scholars such as Sir Alexander Burnes and Sir John Malcolm. 43 Here, Emerson Tennent was not merely making an argument: he was demonstrating his own expertise and familiarity with orientalist scholarly discourse. Similarly, reflecting on the treatment of the Ameers of Sind, he challenged the House of Commons' competence to adjudicate on a subject so 'interwoven with minute and The Imperial Life of Sir James Emerson Tennent 203 contradictory details', before himself proceeding to discuss the question at length, implicitly claiming authority and expertise as he did so.
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In accounting for the changed register of Emerson Tennent's imperial rhetoric, it is tempting to foreground the events of the First Afghan War, and to suggest that these speeches illustrate the ways in which colonial traumas impacted on the metropolitan consciousness. Indeed, a comparison might be made with the Indian Mutiny and the Morant Bay Rebellion, which precipitated a hardening of metropolitan racial thought later in the century. 45 From the metropolitan perspective the Afghan war was, certainly, disturbing: a well-equipped British force had been routed, leading Blackwood's Magazine to claim that the Afghans had inflicted an 'almost irreparable injury on the British nation'. 46 However, while Emerson Tennent did invoke the Afghan defeat when defending the annexation of Sind, arguing that strong actions were needed to counteract 'pernicious and injurious' impressions of British 'weakness and pusillanimity', his private correspondence reveals a more nuanced picture. of himself as a colonial authority takes on the appearance of a career-building strategy. Unwilling to merely hope for promotion, he sought to secure it by demonstrating his imperial knowledge and articulating robust support for aggressive policies in the east. Chameleon-like, he changed his colours in a bid to establish himself as a suitable candidate for high colonial office.
Experiencing empire
So much for the means Emerson Tennent employed to secure a colonial posting, what of his experiences once he was successful? As noted, his tenure in Ceylon was a troubled one, during which he faced opposition from the so-called 'family compact', a close-knit network of civil servants, revolving around the colony's treasurer, F. J. Templar. Having wished to see the position of colonial secretary go to one of their own, the agent for the western province, Philip Wodehouse, this group's opposition to Emerson Tennent arose, in part, from jealousy. 50 However, this jealousy was aggravated by the ambition Emerson Tennent displayed upon his arrival in the colony, and by his related desire to shake the status quo.
Taken from the Dutch in 1796, Ceylon had been governed by Britain for nearly fifty years by the time Emerson Tennent was appointed to the position of colonial secretary. 51 Throughout the 1810s and '20s, the colony had been administered efficiently, a state of affairs which owed much to the efforts of General Sir Thomas Maitland, governor between 1805 and 1811, who had comprehensively reformed the civil service, restructuring pay scales, abolishing unnecessary positions and encouraging staff to undertake circuits of the provinces they administered and familiarise themselves with the native languages. 52 In 1833, however, the Colonial Office accepted a range of cost-cutting reforms proposed in a short-sighted, utilitarian-influenced report penned by Sir William Colebrooke and this, coupled with the involvement of large numbers of civil servants in coffee planting, brought about a period of pronounced administrative malaise. In a context in which government officials were characterised by a 'disinclination to perform more than the minimum of official duties', Emerson Tennent, an ambitious metropolitan, anxious to make a name for himself and secure further promotion, inevitably appeared out of step. 53 Privately mocking the 'superannuated veterans' who had, from 'sheer downright neglect', failed to capitalise on the potential of Ceylon, he viewed it as his responsibility to 're-construct' the colony and behaved accordingly. 54 Familiarising himself with the colony's topography and conditions, he travelled widely, reputedly passing through districts which had not been visited by a government official for over thirty years. In due course, he composed a report advocating wholesale fiscal reform and, were all this not sufficient to ruffle feathers, he alienated his new colleagues still further by making little secret of the fact that he wished -indeed, expected -to be promoted to the colony's governorship. 55 Emerson Tennent did not, then, conduct himself in the manner of man anxious to endear himself to his new colleagues. But while he might have been tactless, as some scholars have suggested, he cannot be held solely responsible for the difficulties he faced in the colony. 56 His desire to make an impact in the colony must, for instance, be set against the advice he had received from Stanley, who pointedly informed him that 'the state of the Civil Service, and of the colony generally, required the introduction of a bold and able public servant'. 57 Added to this, it is worth noting that Emerson Tennent was far from alone in facing difficulties in Ceylon. Following his appointment as governor in 1847, Torrington found the established civil servants to be 'men of narrow minds . . . more ready to discover difficulties, than to solve them', and it is clear that petty jealousies and vicious gossip flourished in the colony's close-knit British community. . 58 Torrington to Grey, 9 July 1847, in Letters on Ceylon, p. 14.
and his claim is reinforced both by the evidence of Philip Anstruther, his predecessor as colonial secretary, and by the experiences of Torrington.
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Anstruther branded Ceylon 'a sort of hell upon earth', so acute was the discord he experienced in the colony, and during his time as governor Torrington not only faced rumours of domestic violence, but claims that he had paid 'undue attentions' to a certain Mrs McClean. The source of this latter rumour was none other than Lady Oliphant, wife of the colony's attorney general, but in a further rumour it was maliciously attributed to Emerson Tennent's wife, Letitia, leading Emerson Tennent to rage that Ceylon was a 'damned sink of iniquity and blackguardism'.
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While it would be easy to dismiss these divisions and animosities as inconsequential, to do so would be to overlook their profoundly serious repercussions. On a purely practical level, they served to create a stressful working environment, adding to the pressures already attendant when dealing with a potentially hostile native population in a 'very trying climate'. 61 More broadly, the rumours and gossip circulating in Ceylon were significant insofar as they had the potential to damage reputations far beyond the bounds of the colony itself. As Kirsten McKenzie's work on colonial scandal has demonstrated, the British Empire functioned as 'a network of information'. Colonies were linked both to other colonies and to the metropolitan centre 'by a vast circuit of constantly moving personnel', and 'gossip in Cape Town could soon become gossip in Sydney, Calcutta or London'. 62 By the same token, gossip in Colombo could soon become gossip in the metropolitan centre. Indeed, it did: it was in a letter from his brother, who was writing from England, that Torrington learnt of the rumour that he had beaten his wife and children. 63 Above all, however, the jealousies and animosities which existed in Ceylon are of significance because it was as a direct consequence of their coming to light during the investigations of the Select Committee on Ceylon that Emerson Tennent, Torrington and Wodehouse were removed from the colony.
Relations between the three were, to say the least, complicated. mistrusted Tennent and had, instead, gravitated towards Wodehouse, albeit after an initial period in which he had been hostile towards him. 64 In part, this is true. But while Torrington noted, at an early date, that he was unwilling to 'put entire confidence' in Emerson Tennent, he also conceded that his Irish subordinate had 'shown readiness to assist' and accepted that he had been unfairly treated by the family compact. Conversely, while he believed Wodehouse was 'undoubtedly clever', he characterised him as 'a very disagreeable person', a man 'inclined to be troublesome'. 65 Just how troublesome Wodehouse was became clear during the course of the House of Commons' Ceylon inquiry, when he delivered evidence critical of Torrington's administration. Faced with this, Torrington's opinions hardened. Struggling to handle the pressure of the inquiry, he developed what de Silva has described as an 'almost pathological' hatred of Wodehouse, and allied himself to Tennent, whose own relations with Wodehouse were strained. As the inquiry drew to a close, this evolving three-way personality clash was thrown into sharp relief. Late in the proceedings, when it seemed as though Torrington's administration would escape without censure, Wodehouse produced a series of private letters in which Torrington reflected, in a less than flattering light, on Tennent's character. Stung, Tennent responded in kind, producing private correspondence he had received, both from Torrington and from the archdeacon of Colombo, traducing Wodehouse. 66 With the circulation of this private correspondence Torrington was 'fatally damaged', but Wodehouse and Emerson Tennent fared little better. Early in December 1850, the two were informed that 'an example of such dissensions between two officers of high rank cannot fail to have a most injurious effect on the whole body of the civil servants in Ceylon' and were formally recalled from the colony.
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Conflict and division thus forms a significant theme in the story of Emerson Tennent's colonial experience. Indeed, his short-lived career as an imperial administrator illustrates the profoundly disruptive impact private disputes and personality clashes could have within the hot-house environment of a close-knit colonial community and, in so doing, affirms Nicholas Thomas' assertion that '[c]olonialism is not a unitary project but a fractured one, riddled with contradictions and exhausted as much by its own internal debates as by the resistance of the colonised.' 68 But to focus solely on conflict and exclusion is to reveal only one aspect of a multifaceted colonial experience. Equally significant, when thinking of the Ulster experience of empire, were Emerson Tennent's activities as an imperial collector and his connections, within Ceylon, with a group of Irishmen from Belfast. Over the course of the nineteenth century, Irishmen played a prominent role in Ceylon. Between 1860 and 1903 Ireland supplied four of the colony's governors; a succession of high-ranking Irish officers shaped the Ceylon Police; and during Emerson Tennent's sojourn in the colony it was a Co. Kilkenny man, Dr Christopher Elliott, who edited the Colombo Observer.
69 As a radical, who espoused the extension of the franchise to natives and opposed the tax reforms introduced by Torrington's administration, Elliott was by no means a natural ally for Emerson Tennent, but there were other Irishmen present in the colony. Indeed, Emerson Tennent's presence seems to have encouraged a number of individuals from Belfast to seek careers in Ceylon. His private correspondence contains numerous letters requesting that he exercise his influence to secure positions for Belfast-men, and in May 1848 Torrington complained that 'people are continually arriving from the neighbourhood of Belfast and at various times have been slipped into the service'. The immediate pretext for this complaint was the arrival in the colony of two Belfast-men, a 'Mr MacCarthy' and a 'young man of the name Cairns'. This 'Mr MacCarthy' was, in fact, William Macartney, an officer in the Royal Irish Constabulary who had travelled out to take up the position of Superintendent of Police, while 'Cairns' was William Wellington Cairns. Whether or not Emerson Tennent had assisted Macartney in securing a place in the Ceylon is unknown, but he certainly assisted Cairns, advising him on the best way to prepare himself for a position in the civil service and requesting permission from Torrington to 'place him [as] a volunteer in the Cutchery'. In due course, this strategy succeeded: Cairns was formally appointed to Ceylon's civil service in 1852, and he went on to hold positions in Malacca, St Kitts, Honduras and Queensland. In addition to Cairns, Emerson Tennent is known to have associated closely with two other Belfast-men in Ceylon: Dr Robert Templeton, a surgeon in the Royal Artillery who had been present in the colony since 1839; and Andrew Nicholl, the Belfast painter who took up a position as teacher of landscape painting and scientific drawing in the Colombo Academy in 1846. 71 Both men had been well-known to Emerson Tennent in Belfast and it is scarcely surprising that the three gravitated towards each other in Ceylon, forming a support network of sorts. In July 1848, for instance, Emerson Tennent permitted Nicholl to accompany him on an official tour of the island, enabling him to sketch its interior. 72 More significantly, Emerson Tennent is known to have used Templeton as a go-between in an unsuccessful attempt to affect a rapprochement with Philip Wodehouse and when Templeton's friend Edgar Layard fell ill Emerson Tennent took an interest in his affairs and employed him in his office. 73 Thus, beyond simply highlighting the presence of Belfast-men in Ceylon, the Nicholl/Templeton/Emerson Tennent circle offers a neat example of such men interacting and forming networks based on prior acquaintance. Although informal, such networks were, as Crosbie has recently demonstrated, of signal importance both to the Irish imperial experience and, insofar as they 'enabled the operation of a vast system of dialogue and exchange', to the working of the empire. 74 Leaving aside its significance as a node in the 'software of empire', the Nicholl/Templeton/Emerson Tennent circle is rendered still more interesting because of its members' desire to amass knowledge and 'know' Ceylon -a desire enacted in the practice of collecting. 75 All three collected, although in different ways. Nicholl, for example, collected a pictorial record of Ceylon, compiling a portfolio of sketches and watercolours on which he was later to draw when providing illustrations for Emerson Tennent's writings on the colony. 76 Conversely, Templeton collected in the field of entomology. Collaborating with Edgar Layard, he amassed sizeable collections of butterflies, moths, beetles and shells, and identified a number of hitherto unknown species. 77 Of the three, however, it was Emerson Tennent whose collections were the most impressive. In addition to 'collecting' extensive knowledge of Ceylonese culture, geography and antiquities during his tours of the island, he gathered shells and entomological specimens, acquired ethnographic artefacts and purchased numerous examples of native arts and crafts. 78 Writing early in 1847, he described Ceylon as 'a wonderful place for Natural History', and by that point he could already boast 'a collection of shells of about 1,000 specimens', 'a collection of insects that fills upwards of twenty cases' and 'some splendid pieces of arms, in the manufacture of which the Cingalese used to excel'.
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In itself, there was nothing particularly remarkable about this activity. Earlier governors of Ceylon, such as Sir Robert Brownrigg and Sir Edward Barnes had acquired extensive collections of objets d'art and native carving, and collecting has long been recognised as a corollary of imperial expansion. 80 Bernard Cohn, for instance, has observed that 'most of the significant collections of texts, paintings, sculptures, artifacts, and even botanical and zoological specimens which were later to show up in museums in Great Britain and India were the result of individual and personal efforts', while Maya Jasanoff has recently argued for the utility of collecting as an interpretive paradigm for the expansion of empire more broadly, noting that the British Empire might itself be viewed as a 'kind of collection: pieced together and gaining definition over time, shaped by a range of circumstances, accidents and intentions'. 81 In collecting, then, Emerson Tennent and his associates engaged in an archetypal imperial activity. However, as common as it was, at all levels of empire, the practice of collecting remains of central importance in the story of Emerson Tennent's imperial life, for it was the collections he amassed in the colonial context -collections of both knowledge and 'things' -that enabled him to continue his imperial career upon his return to the metropole.
Bringing empire home
While in Ceylon, Emerson Tennent had hoped to acquire first-hand expertise of colonial governance, which would enable him to contribute to later parliamentary debates regarding the empire's future. As early as 1846, in a letter which reflects his belief that colonial service could form a part of, rather than a substitute for, or an adjunct to, a longer metropolitan political career, he explained his plan to Earl Grey, who had recently been appointed to the colonial office, and who he feared might move him from Ceylon to a different colony. In the end, this was not to be: although Emerson Tennent returned to the House of Commons in 1851, he remained there for less than a year, during which time he was not required to bring his 'theoretical acquaintance' and 'practical experience' of empire to bear on parliamentary discourse. Nevertheless, he was to contribute, beyond parliament, to a broader process of knowledge creation which enabled a metropolitan public to 'experience' empire.
There were, of course, many ways for the metropolitan public to encounter empire. Schooling, religion and the consumption of imperial goods could all facilitate colonial encounters, but one of the most significant ways empire was experienced was through the reading of colonial literature. 83 A broad ranging genre, if genre it can be called, colonial literature encompassed missionary writing, scientific studies, travel narratives and combinations of all three forms, such as David Livingstone's hugely successful Missionary travels and researches in South Africa (1857). 84 Through such writing, the learned and leisured came to know -or, at any rate, to think they knew -their empire, and it is within this wide-ranging body of literature that we may locate the four books in which Emerson Tennent presented the knowledge he had collected while employed in imperial service -Christianity in Ceylon (1850), Ceylon: an account of the island, physical, historical and topographical (1859), Sketches of the natural history of Ceylon (1861) and The wild elephant and the method of capturing and taming it in Ceylon (1867).
Of the four, it was the two-volume Ceylon which was the most significant. Many years in gestation, Emerson Tennent had begun work on the book at least as early as January 1847, in which year he reported that he was busy on a 'work on Ceylon, of which nothing is known in Europe'. 85 This was not, strictly speaking, true: leaving aside accounts produced elsewhere in Europe, the first English work on Ceylon, Robert Knox's Historical relation of Ceylon, was published with the imprimatur of the Royal Society in 1681. 86 Moreover, in the half-century following its establishment as a British colony, missionaries, soldiers and administrators had produced a series of works on Ceylon, both in the form of popular narratives and specialised studies of its languages and antiquities. 87 To name just a few, these included, Robert Percival's An account of the island of Ceylon 
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Emerson Tennent was not, then, the first to publish on Ceylon, but in an increasingly crowded field his book soon emerged as the book on Ceylon. Reflecting an orientalist desire to 'divide, deploy, schematize, tabulate, index, and record everything in sight', Ceylon offered a fuller and more broad-ranging account of the colony than had previously been available. 89 Synthesizing existing scholarship, and presenting vast amounts of new research, the book addressed Ceylon's geography, natural history, geology, climate and fauna, in addition to its antiquities, literature and history, and was quickly judged a classic. As early as December 1859, Chamber's Journal predicted that it would 'doubtless henceforth enjoy a place in every respectable library, in companionship with the celebrated work of Bishop Heber on India'. 90 By the following May it had run into a fifth edition, and some fifteen years later it remained unsurpassed: when passing through Ceylon while en route to Australia in 1875, Anthony Trollope read the book and characterised it, in the travel letters he published in the Liverpool Mercury, as 'the most learned book ever written on any colony'. 91 To foreground Ceylon's success is not to suggest that it was a book without flaws. Learned it might have been, but it was comprehensive to a fault and Trollope was rather less complimentary in private. 'I have read the first volume of Tennant's [sic] Ceylon,' he noted, in a letter to his wife. 'Nothing longer or duller ever was written.' 92 Others made similar observations. In February 1860, a waggish contributor to the Dublin University Magazine quipped that '[l]ife is short and Tennent is long', and the writer and translator Edward Fitzgerald confessed that he could 'hardly manage' the book, it being 'a very Dry Catalogue Raisonnée of the Place'. 93 Yet, in an age of ponderous books and earnest readers
Ceylon's encyclopaedic character was no bar to success. Fitzgerald tellingly conceded that it was the sort of book that 'ought to be admired', and admired it was. 94 It not only sold in the thousands, but some sought to emulate its exhaustive quality in their own work. What, precisely, Emerson Tennent had 'done for Ceylon' was produce an account which drew together all existing knowledge of the colony, an account which was widely accepted as definitive, and against which all subsequent works would be judged, often to their detriment. 96 As such, it was an account which shaped the way in which Ceylon was viewed and experienced. Whatever the character of his private thoughts, it was by no means insignificant that Trollope read the book while in Ceylon. His experience of Ceylon, and in particular his response to its antiquities, were in part mediated by Emerson Tennent's written account, and he was not alone in turning to Ceylon to make sense of the sights he encountered in the colony. 97 The aristocratic travel writer Annie Brassey likewise turned to Emerson Tennent during a visit to Ceylon, and her comments reflect the way in which her experience of the colony was informed by his depiction of it: 'I have not been able to keep my mind from running incessantly on Sir Emerson Tennent's delightful book on Ceylon, which describes places we have not ourselves visited, but which I wanted very much to see, and I have been so interested in reading about them that I cannot help thinking other people will share my feeling.' 98 While experiencing the 'real' Ceylon, Brassey was reflecting on an imagined Ceylon, shaped, it would appear, by Emerson Tennent's written account.
and many-sided nature of imperial lives. Taken as a whole, the trajectory of his career, and his desire to secure colonial high office, before returning to parliament, highlights the 'integratedness' of the colonial and the metropolitan. As such, his story reinforces the thrust of much of the so-called 'new' imperial history. But what is especially significant is Emerson Tennent's apparent awareness of, and desire to exploit, the connections that existed between the metropole and its colonies. The empire was not, for Emerson Tennent, a place apart, but a space in which ambition could be pursued and a border-crossing career could be played out. Of course, as he experienced it in Ceylon, empire's reality proved somewhat disappointing and his story is also one of frustrated ambition and colonial division. It is a story which illustrates imperialism's contradictions and internal divisions. Yet as difficult as his time in Ceylon was, it also provided Emerson Tennent with an opportunity to collect resources -both in terms of knowledge and things -which he successfully exploited upon his return to the metropole. Once back in Britain, the Belfast chameleon changed again, establishing himself as an acknowledged expert on Ceylon. Through his writings and donations of scientific and ethnographic materials to the BNHPS, Emerson Tennent continued to pursue an imperial career of sorts, placing the empire on display, both literally and textually, and facilitating imperial encounters. Thus his story is also a story which concerns the construction and reception of colonial knowledge and one which, more particularly, highlights the role of the BNHPS in linking mid-nineteenth-century Belfast, culturally and intellectually, to empire. To draw an overarching conclusion from all of this is by no means straightforward, and so much the better -the imperial experience was a complex one, both for the colonised and the coloniser, and should be treated as such. At the very least, however, the imperial life of Sir James Emerson Tennent suggests that there was rather more to the Ulster experience of empire than a flurry of imperial flagwaving triggered by the spectre of Home Rule.
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